An epidemiological study (Paci et al., 1987) showed that among thirteen pleural malignant mesothelioma (PMM) cases incident in the Province of Florence during the years [1979] [1980] [1981] [1982] [1983] [1984] , there were six cases who had been workers in the textile industry in the Prato area, five of them in a particular job, the sorting of rags. In this area of the Province of Florence (population 206,205 in 1981) , there is a high concentration of textile factories (11,192 in 1981) with a total of 48,225 employees. This is more than 20% of all those employed in manufacturing industry in the entire province (population 1,199,988) and about 70% of those employed in the textile industry (ISTAT, 1981) . This finding was unexpected, as until that time there had been no known use of asbestos fibres in that particular production cycle.
A subsequent environmental hygiene survey (Quinn et al., 1987) showed that the Prato textile workers were exposed to asbestos through the recycling of bags which had contained asbestos fibres. This 'improper' use had begun during the years following the Second World War and had continued, although in a reduced form, until the period of the environmental study (1985) .
Already (Mowe et al., 1984; Paoletti et al., 1987) . Table I shows the distribution of the longest-held and ever worked job-titles among textile cases and confirms the relevance of the rag sorter job title among cases. An industrial hygiene survey led to the identification of three sources of asbestos in this textile industry (Quinn et al., 1987) :
(a) the use of jute and polypropylene bags which had once contained asbestos to wrap rags once they had gone through the first rag sorting phase; (b) the release of asbestos fibres during the tearing-up phase of army uniforms and other war materials; (c) the addition of asbestos-chrysotile fibres to woollen yarn during the spinning phase. The first form of exposure was still going on (although in a reduced form) at the time of the environmental survey in 1985; the other two refer to periods in the past. The tearing up of army uniforms containing asbestos occurred in the years immediately following the Second World War, while the addition of asbestos-chrysotile in spinning lasted for only a few years in the 1970's and involved primarily the later phases of the production cycle, rather than the sorting of rags which in Prato is the first step in reweaving woollen cloth from old woollen garments. Six out of the 22 textile cases worked only in the last phases of the production process (spinning, weaving and dying), supporting a possible exposure to asbestos in other phases of the textile production process.
The results of this research confirm the previously reported high incidence of malignant mesotheliomas among textile workers in Prato (Florence) and in particular among rag sorters. This risk was unexpected and the finding should alert us to the possible occurrence of asbestos-related tumour epidemics from unknown and unexpected sources of pollution resulting from industrial production processes (Talcott et al., 1989) . LH, Longest-held job title; EW, ever-worked job title; *each subject may have worked at more than one job.
